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Reviews
Gunter Grass. Peeling the Onion. New York: Harcourt, 2007. ISBN
978-0-15-101477-4. Pp. 425. $26.00 hardcover.
Peeling the Onion is the intriguing name of the memoirs written by
the celebrated German author, Gunter Grass, who won the Nobel
Prize for Literature in 1999. His memoirs cover the twenty-year
period from the outbreak of World War II in September 1939 until
the publication of his best selling book, The Tin Drum, in 1959. In
other words, the book begins in Danzig, where he was born and
lived with his parents and sister, and it also ends in Danzig, where
the novel, The Tin Drum, takes place.
When his memoirs were published in Germany, they caused
uproar, as for the first time Gunter Grass revealed that he had served
in a Waffen SS unit at the end of the war. Until 2006 he had
maintained that he had served in an anti-aircraft battery like so
many other German teenagers. Now, towards the end of his life, he
admits that he served in a dreaded elite outfit responsible for the
many atrocities committed by the Nazis. Strangely, Grass does not
explain why he kept this a secret until now.
Nearly one quarter of his memoirs are devoted to his time in
uniform, first as a tank gunner in the Waffen SS and then as a POW
in an American internment camp. He didn't see much action at the
front, but he did witness the chaos and final collapse of Germany.
He was seventeen years old at the time. He has not forgotten the
hunger pains he had as a prisoner. In the internment camp, he tells
us, he took cooking lessons, but it was all make-believe, as there was
no food.
At the tender age of seventeen, he had already experienced war,
imprisonment, and hunger. On top of that, he was confronted with
the atrocities the Germans had committed in the Nazi internment
and death camps. At first, he didn't believe the American claims
about Auschwitz and brushed them off as propaganda. He could
not believe that Germans would systematically commit genocide on
such a grand scale. Over time, he realized the claims were true. He
feels a great shame and tells how these experiences and events
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changed his outlook on life. As he points out in his memoirs, he
came to mistrust all ideologies and reject all faiths.
He was brought up a Roman Catholic. Politically, in 1939, there
were only the Nazis in Germany, and anyone who opposed the
Nazis was a traitor. The young Gunter Grass was naturally a Nazi
and willingly joined the W affen SS when drafted. He was a good
German and did what was required of Germans at the time.
In 1939, Danzig was a part of Germany.' At the end of World War
II in 1945, Danzig was incorporated into Poland and the German
population was forcefully expelled. His parents and sister ended up
in the Rhineland, while Gunter Grass had been drafted and later
turned up in an American POW camp in Southern Germany.
After his release, he settled in Diisseldorf, where he apprenticed as
a stonemason. First he made gravestones for the local cemetery.
Later he helped restore some beautiful facades of buildings. Finding
work as a stonemason was not difficult. He talks of German cities
being a pile of rubble, due to the indiscriminate carpet-bombing.
Like many others in the post-war world, he was attracted to
Existentialism. It was fashionable. He read S0ren Kierkegaard,
Martin Heidegger, Jean-Paul Satre, and Albert Camus. In keeping
with this line of thought and worldview, Gunter Grass says in his
memoirs that he was a man whose life "proved devoid of any
meaningful core."
Yet, he became a critic as well as the conscience of post-war
Germany. He kept reminding the Germans of their crimes against
humanity. He opposed German rearmament in the 1950's and, after
the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, he spoke against the annexation of
East Germany by West Germany. As an adult, he opposed both
Communism and Fascism and became a Social Democrat like his
father. He came from a working class family, both of his parents
working hard to survive. His sister, whose aimless life irritated him,
• Editor's note: From 1919-39, Danzig was a self-governing Free City under a
High Commissioner of the League of Nations and in loose association
with the Republic of Poland, although the population of the city was
overwhelmingly German. The Nazi party won the local elections in 1933,
and when Hitler invaded Poland in 1939, he incorporated Danzig into
Nazi Germany.
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was a lost soul. First, she became a nun. Later, she left the convent
and became a successful midwife, much in demand.
Grass was drawn to the powerful poetry of Rainer Maria Rilke as
well as to the fairy tales of Hans Christian Andersen. Gunter Grass
came to know Denmark and the works of Hans Christian Andersen
well. He illustrated a Danish volume of twenty-eight fairy tales by
Andersen. Gunter Grass chose the twenty-eight fairy tales, and the
illustrations are all watercolors. Critics say his watercolors would
undoubtedly be to the liking of Andersen.
For over fifty years, Gunter Grass has spent each summer in a
cottage on the Danish isle of M0n in the Baltic Sea. It was in
Denmark, on the isle of M0n, that he wrote the first draft of his
memoirs on an old Olivetti portable typewriter. Over the years, he
has refused to acquire an electric typewriter and later a computer.
His biggest problem is obtaining ribbons for his now obsolete
typewriter.
The title of his memoirs, Peeling the Onion, refers to getting at the
core of his life, which might involve some tears. But is he really
getting to the core? In his book, he often admits that he has
forgotten how this or that happened.
Moreover, the book being his memoirs, you would take it for
granted that Gunter Grass would write it in first person, but this is
not the case. He switches back and forth between first person and
third person. You would think that he would write it in first person,
above all since his aim is to "peel the onion" and reveal the core.
However, he starts his memoirs-yes, the opening sentence-by
stating that "the temptation to camouflage oneself in the third
person remains great."
For the reader, this sudden switching to third person can be
frustrating, not least because it often occurs in the same paragraph.
It certainly gives the impression that he wants to distance himself
from the actions of his youth.
Generally, he sticks to a chronological sequence of events.
However, he points out that "sticking to the chronological course of
events constrains me like a corset."
Gunter Grass is quite an artist. With his background as a
stonemason, he could have become a sculptor. Many of his
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sculptures can be seen at his museum in Lubeck. Before becoming a
writer, he was a poet. He also became a social and political critic.
But he is best known for his novels, most of which focus on the war
and its effects on Germany and the German people.
While Peeling the Onion are the memoirs of a distinguished
German writer, the book is also an account of conditions in Germany
during and after the war, and how Germans had to come to terms
with their history, but also to move on and "get a new life." And
this includes Gunter Grass.
Rolf Buschardt Christensen
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